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picked troops, more than three hundred transports and fifty war-
ships had been assembled. This huge armada was laden not only
with horse, foot, artillery and stores of war but with engineers,
architects and professors of every science and art, '* from astrono-
mers dowm to washerwomen." l It was equipped for colonisation
as well as for conquest. It was commanded by a brilliant galaxy
of talent, for under Bonaparte's triumphant banner sailed Kleber,
Desaix, Davout, Lannes, Murat, Bessieres, Marmont and Junot,
while Brueys, with Ganteaume, Decres and Villeneuve, directed
the fleet.

On the ipth, the day of Lord Edward Fitzgerald's arrest, the
main division of the expedition with Bonaparte aboard weighed
from Toulon, coasting north-eastwards along the Riviera shore in
the direction of Genoa to gather its consorts. Nelson did not see
it sail for he was still some way from the port. On the following
night his flagship, the Vanguard, suffered disaster, her newly com-
missioned crew losing main and mizen topmasts and foremast in
a sudden gale. For two days she was battered by the waves off the
Sardinian coast and was only saved from total wreck by the cool
daring of Captain Ball of the Alexander, who took her in tow and
persisted in spite of intense danger to his own ship in bringing her
under the lee of San Pietro Island.

Here on May 24th, while British sailors and Irish patriots were
fighting in the village streets of Meath and Kildare, Nelson wrote
to his wife to tell her of his setback. " I firmly believe that it was
the Almighty's goodness to check my consummate vanity." In four
days of herculean labour, the Vanguard was rigged with jury-masts
ani made fit for sea. Then with his three battleships Nelson sailed
for the secret rendezvous where his frigates, scattered by the storm,
were to have awaited him. But when he reached it on June 4th the
frigates were not there. Next day, still waiting, he received momen-
tous tidings. For Hardy in the dispatch brig Mutine arriving from
Cadiz brought news not only of the errant frigates which, despair-
ing of the Vanguard's plight, had gone to Gibraltar, but of Nelson's
appointment to the command of a fleet. The opportunity for which
he had waited so long had arrived.

It had come at a strange moment. Bonaparte had sailed a fort-
night before and had gone no one knew where, A few days after
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